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St. Maurice and St. Verena 

Objective: 
· To know the story of the Theban Legion and to learn from their strong faith
· To know the role of our saints in spreading Christianity and witnessing to the Lord in foreign lands
Memory Verse: 

“Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works and glorify your father in heaven” (Matthew 5:16). 
References: 

1) “The Theban Legion in Switzerland,” Samir F. Girgis, PhD

2) “The Significant Contribution of the Copts to the Early Evangelization of Switzerland,” Samir Girgis, PhD 

3) “A Short Introduction to the Coptic Orthodox Church of Alexandria,” Samir F. Girgis, PhD

4) “The Treasure at Saint Maurice of Aguanum,” J.R. Fox

5) “L’Abbaye Saint Maurice en Valais: A Place Called Saint Maurice”

6) “Butler’s Lives of the Saints,” Thurston and Attwater

Introduction: 


A traveler on the highway that leads from Geneva to Rome will notice a small and a very old Swiss town called “Saint Maurice.” This town was known in the Roman times as “Aguanum,” an important communication center. It was there that a Coptic officer named Maurice and 6600 of his fellow soldiers died for the sake of Christ at the hands of the impious Emperor Maximian (285-305 AD). 

Lesson Outline: 

I. The Theban Legion 

The story of these martyrs, commonly known as the Theban Legion (Alkateeba al Teebia or Alkateeba al-sa’eedia) has been preserved for us by Saint Eucher, the bishop of Lyons, who died in 494 AD. Bishop Eucher started the account of the martyrdom of these valiant soldiers by the following introduction: “Here is the story of the passion of the holy Martyrs who have made Aguanum illustrious with their blood. It is in honor of this heroic martyrdom that we narrate with our pen the order of events as it came to our ears. We often hear, do we not, a particular locality or city is held in high honor because of one single martyr who died there, and quite rightly, because in each case the saint gave his precious soul to the most high God. How much more should this sacred place, Aguanum, be reverenced, where so many thousands of martyrs have been slain, with the sword, for the sake of Christ?”

Under Maximian, who was an Emperor of the Roman Commonwealth (Empire), with Diocletian as his colleague, an uprising of the Gauls known as “Bagaude” forced Maximian to march against them with an army of which one unit was the Theban Legion composed of 6600 men. This unit had been recruited from Upper Egypt and consisted entirely of Christians. They were good men and soldiers who, even under arms, did not forget to render to God the things of God and to Caesar the things of Caesar. 


After the revolt was quelled, the Emperor Maximian issued the surprising order that the whole army must join offering sacrifices for the Roman gods for the success of their mission. The order included killing Christians, probably as a sacrifice to the Roman gods. Only the Theban Legion dared to refuse to comply with the orders. The legion withdrew itself, encamped near Aguanum and refused to take part in these rites. 


Maximian was then resting in a near-by place called Octudurum. When these news came to him, he repeatedly commanded them to obey his rules and orders, and upon their constant and unanimous refusal, he ordered that the legion should be “decimated.” 


Accordingly, every tenth man was put to death. A second “decimation” was ordered unless the men obeyed the order given, but there was a great shout through the legion camp; they all declared that they would never allow themselves to carry out such a sacrilegious order. They always had the horror of idolatry; they had been brought up as Christians, were instructed in the One Eternal God and were ready to suffer extreme penalties rather than do any thing contrary to their religion. 


When Maximian heard this news, he got angrier than ever. Like a savage beast, he ordered the second decimation to be carried out, intending that the remainder should be compelled to do what they hitherto refused. Yet they still maintained their resolve. After the second decimation, Maximian warned the remainder of the Theban legion that it was of no use for them to trust in their number, for if they persisted in their disobedience, not a man among them would be able to escape death. 


The greatest mainstay of their faith in this crisis was undoubtedly their captain Maurice, with his lieutenants Candid, the first commanding officer, and Exuperius the “Compidoctor;” they fired the hearts of the soldiers with fervor by their encouragement. 


Maurice, calling attention to the example of their faithful fellow soldiers, already martyrs, persuaded them all to be ready to die in their turn for the sake of their baptismal vow (The promise one makes at his baptism to renounce Satan and his abominable service and to worship only God). He reminded them of their comrades who had gone to heaven before them. At his words, a glorious eagerness for martyrdom burned in the hearts of those most blessed men. 


Fired thus by the lead of their officers, the Theban legion sent a loyal and brave reply to Maximian, who was still enraged. “Emperor, we are your soldiers but also the soldiers of the true God. We owe you military service and obedience, but we cannot renounce Him who is our Creator and Master, and also yours, even though you reject Him. In all things that are not against His law, we most willingly obey you, as we have done hitherto. We readily oppose your enemies whoever they are, but we cannot stain our hands with the blood of innocent people (Christians). We have taken an oath to God before we took one to you. You cannot place any confidence in our second oath if we violate the first. You commanded us to execute Christians; behold we are such. We confess God the Father, the Creator of all things, and His Son Jesus Christ, God. We have seen our comrades being slain with the sword; we do not weep for them but rather rejoice at their honor. Neither this nor any other provocation will tempt us to revolt. Behold, we have arms in our hands, but we do not resist because we would rather die innocent than live by any sin.’’ 


When Maximian heard this, he realized that these men were obstinately determined to remain in their Christian faith, and he despaired of being able to turn them from their constancy. He therefore decreed, in a final sentence, that they should be rounded up and slaughtered. The troops sent to execute this order came to the blessed legion and drew their swords upon those holy men who, for love of life, did not refuse to die. They were all slain with the sword. They never resisted in any way. Putting aside their weapons, they offered their necks to the executioners. Neither their numbers nor the strength of arms tempted them to uphold the justice of their cause by force. 


They kept just one thing on their minds, that they were bearing witness to Him who was led to death without protest and Who, like a lamb, opened not His mouth. Now, they themselves, sheep in the Lord’s flock, were to be massacred as if by ravaging wolves. Thus, by the savage cruelty of this tyrant, that fellowship of the saints was perfected, for they despised things present in hope of things to come. So the truly angelic legion of men was slain. Those who, we trust, now praise the Lord God of Hosts, together with the legions of Angels, in heaven forever. 


During their martyrdom, numerous miracles happened, which undoubtedly largely contributed to the massive conversion of the inhabitants of these regions to Christianity. In Zurich for instance, the three beheaded saints Felix, Regula and Exuperantius miraculously rose, carried their heads on their own hands, walked to the top of a hill, where they knelt, prayed and at last lay down. On the same spot, a large cathedral was later erected. The three saints, carrying their heads on their hands, appear on the coat of arms and seal of Zurich until today. 


Other saints like Victor, Orsus, and their comrades were barbarously tortured by Hirtacus, the Roman governor of Solothurn. During this torture, several miracles occurred; e.g. the shackles suddenly broke open, the fire was instantaneously extinguished, etc. The lookers-on were thus filled with wonder and began to admire the Theban legionnaires, upon which the furious Hirtacus ordered their immediate beheading. Without the slightest resistance, they offered the executors their necks. The bodies of the beheaded Saints shone in glaring brightness. The bodies of the Saints, which were thrown in the river Aar, advanced toward the bank, stepped out, walked heads on hands, then knelt and prayed at the spot where the Basilica of St. Peter later arose. 


The bodies of the martyrs of Aguanum were discovered and identified by Saint Theodore the Bishop of Octudurm, who was in office at 350 AD. He built a Basilica in their honor at Aguanum, the remains of which are visible until now. This later became the center of a monastery built around the year 515 AD on the land donated by King Sigismund of Burgundy. 


Saint Eucher mentions that at his time (he died 494 AD), many came from diverse provinces of the empire devoutly to honor these Saints and to offer presents of gold, silver and other things. He mentions that many miracles were performed at their shrine, such as casting out devils and other kinds of healing, “which the might of the Lord works there everyday through the intercession of His saints.” 


In the middle ages, Saint Maurice was the patron saint of several of the Roman dynasties of Europe, and later on of the Holy Roman emperors. In 926, Henry I (919-936 AD) even ceded the present Swiss Canton (province) of Aargua in return of the lance of the saints. Some emperors were also anointed before the Altar of Saint Maurice in saint Peter’s Cathedral in Rome. The sword of Saint Maurice was last used in the coronation of the Austrian Emperor Charles as King of Hungary in 1916. Kings, noblemen, and church leaders vied to obtain small portions of the relics of the saints in order to build churches in their honor. The famous King Charlemangne offered the monastery one of the treasured thorns that came from the crown of thorns of our Savior in return for a small portion of the sacred relics. He later built a church in honor of the martyrs inside the court of his palace. 


Saint Maurice has always been one of the most popular saints in Western Europe, with over 650 foundations in his name in France alone. Five cathedrals, innumerable churches, chapels and altars are consecrated in his name all over Europe. Aguanum (Saint Maurice en Valais) has always remained the main focus of veneration of the Thebans and a significant pilgrimage resort. In the monastery that bears his name there, the monks perform a special devotion to the saints every day and celebrate their feast on September 22 of each year. Nearly 1000 people attend an all night vigil on the night before the feast. On the feast day, they carry in procession the relics of the martyrs in the ancient silver caskets. Over seventy towns bear the name of Saint Maurice. 


In the Monastery carrying his name in Switzerland, the vigil “Tasbeha” has been chanted continuously (24 hours a day) without stopping for more than 500 years now. 

II. Saint Maurice and the Theban Legion in the Coptic Tradition 


There is no mentioning in the Coptic Synaxarium of these saints, however, there is a number of new churches and altars that are erected in the 20th century and beyond. For example, there is a church of St. Maurice and St. Verena in the Diocese of Public Services in Egypt. There is also an altar consecrated in the name of Saint Maurice in the Church of the Virgin Mary and Saint Athanasius in Mississauga, Canada. There is an icon depicting the martyrdom of Saint Maurice in Saint Mary’s Coptic Orthodox church in Cambridge, Canada. And in California there is a church consecrated to St. Verena. 


In 1991, The Christian world celebrated the seventeenth centennial of the martyrdom of these saints. H.H. Pope Shenouda delegated His Grace Bishop Serapion to represent the Coptic Church in these celebrations. On that occasion, parts of the relics of Saint Maurice, St. Cassius, and St. Florentius were returned to the Coptic Church. 

III. St. Verena 


Saint Verena was brought up in the Theban region (Luxor) in a noble Christian family, who handed her over to Bishop Sherimon, Bishop of Beni Sweif, who in turn taught her and baptized her. Saint Verena joined the Theban legion in its mission to Switzerland. The Soldiers were allowed to accompany their relatives in order to look after them and take care of their wounds. When Saint Maurice and members of the legion were martyred, Saint Verena led a lonely and hermit’s life. She used to fast and pray continuously. Moreover, God performed several miracles through her. This Saint was particularly concerned over young girls and used to look after them spiritually and physically, because of her expertise as a nurse. As a result of her fame, the ruler arrested her and sent her to jail, where Saint Maurice appeared to her to console and strengthen her. After her release from jail, she moved into several regions, and God made several miracles through her prayers. Because of her, many converted to Christianity, and many others became witnesses to the Lord Jesus Christ. Saint Verena was interested in serving the poor and used to offer them food. Moreover, she enjoyed serving the sick, especially those suffering from leprosy. She used to wash their wounds and put ointments on them, not fearing contagion. 


At the time of passing away, Virgin Mary appeared to her to console and strengthen her. On the 4th of the Coptic month Tute, Saint Verena departed in peace. In 1986, a delegation from Saint Verena’s Church in Switzerland brought to Egypt a part of Saint Verena’s relics. In 1989, Saint Verena’s Group of the Bishopric of Public Services started its ministry to provide integral, spiritual, social and health services in the popular poor areas. On the 22nd of February 1994, His Holiness Pope Shenouda III consecrated Saint Maurice and Saint Verena’s Church in the building of the Bishopric of Public Services, at Anba Rewiss Basilica, Cairo. May the intersession of Saint Verena and the Theban Legion be with all of us, Amen. 

Applications: 

· Read more about the lives of St. Maurice and St. Verena.
· Learn from them courage and self denial.
· Imitate St. Verena in her life of service and love.

St. Moritz (Maurice)(
Commander of the Theban Legion of the Roman Army of Emperor Maximian Herculius

Under the fair rule of the meek Constance-Chlore, who was emperor for a year, from 305 to 306 AD, the Valais, which is today a Swiss canton in the upper valley of the river Rhone, was a dependency of the Gauls.


The region of the Gauls was the most important region of the Roman Empire. France, Belgium, Switzerland, and a part of Germany are today in the lands of the ancient Gauls.


That region had nearly remained sheltered from the persecutions taken against Christians, with the exception of some old decrees which could have been re-established through the tyranny of a certain village chief or the excessive zeal of a subordinate.


Diocletian was born in the year 245 AD in Dalmatia, near Salona, of an obscure family. He had access to the throne in the year 284 AD and thought it advisable, on the third year of his reign, to join to himself his old colleague in the army, Maximian Herculius.


Maximian Herculius was the son of a peasant from the ancient region of Europe called Sirmium, which today is Hungary. He had been so much distinguished in the army by his courage that he attracted the attention of Emperor Diocletian; the latter linked him to the empire, giving him the West, with Milan as residence. He made him Caesar and sent him to the Gauls in order to fight against Amandus, who had proclaimed himself emperor together with his colleague Aelianus, in the year 285 AD. These two were behind the insurrection of the rebellious peasants that were named the Bagaudes.


The prefects, who were mandated by Diocletian, exceeded in their barbarism all that could be imagined. The executioners tore the bodies of the victims with pieces of broken glass until every trace of skin had disappeared. Women were exposed, completely nude, being suspended by one foot in the air, head down, for a whole day. Two trees that were distant apart were forcibly brought near one another, the victim was tied by one foot to each tree, and then the trees were left to return to their natural position; the body would be divided and the entrails spread on the ground.


Maximian spent some months north of Italy in order to gather his troops, and then he crossed the Alps and set up his camp in Valais. A troop of numerous Egyptian soldiers, horsemen and infantrymen reinforced his army. These were valiant, hardened, and untiring men who all originated from Egypt, from the Thebaid province of which they were the frontier guards. All of them were Christians, having fiery faith. They were, firmly and in all loyalty, ready to serve the emperor, but they also firmly decided not to scarify any of their beliefs. While they were in the army, they knew how to render to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and to God what belongs to God.


So the troops were camping in the open country, in the valleys between the mountains. Some were in Octodure, an ancient capital city in Helevetia, which is today called Martigny, and the others were at Agaune, which is today St. Maurice (St. Moritz) in Valais, Switzerland, four miles from Lake Leman (Lake of Genève). The way was narrow and tough because the river Rhone that ran amidst the steep rocks hardly preserved the small edge of the path that was followed by the traveler. Once this pass is crossed, the country opens wide amidst the dominating summits. There Agaune was established, and the soldiers set up their camp very near to the place.


Before the confrontation with the enemy, and according to a popular custom, Maximian ordered a general sacrifice in order to obtain for his troops the protection of the guardian gods, and also perhaps in order to secure the faithfulness of his men by making them take oaths. The Christian conscience could not oppose taking oaths, were it not for the accompanying idolatry prayers. Sacrificing to the idols is absolutely deplorable by the Christian conscience.


Having the choice between Caesar’s command and God’s law, the Thebans did not hesitate for a moment and refused to take part in a ceremony that would hurt their conscience. This was counted as committing a serious transgression of discipline; it was immediately reported to the emperor, who became terribly angry and swore to make the Theban regiment respect his decrees. To this end, he resorted to a punishment which the military Roman code had always provided but was exceptionally practiced, that of decimation. So the Theban soldiers appeared before all the troops that have come for the occasion from Octodure (Martigny) and from others places. After balloting on their names, the tenth soldier was first beaten with sticks and then beheaded.


Far from being terrorized by this bloody show, those who survived did not stop praying and exhort themselves to the great sacrifice. Their chiefs went from rank to rank in order to encourage those whom they considered as their children; Moritz (or Maurice) the chief commander, Exuper the instructor of the troops, and Candide the senator did not cease to motivate them to confess their faith without fear and to die, till the last soldier, following the example of their comrades who had suffered martyrdom.


Being inspired by their leaders, they signed a letter, written by their commanders to the emperor; that was altogether a very clear, very firm and very courteous declaration of faith which admirably expressed the feelings of their souls. Here is nearly its content:


“Illustrious Caesar, we sincerely declare that we are your soldiers, but we are at the same time the servants of God. We owe to you the service of the army and to Him the innocence of our hearts. We receive from you our daily salary; He will recompense us at the end of our lives. Illustrious emperor, we cannot obey any orders that oppose the sect which is solely due to God, our Creator, our Master and your Master too, whether you are willing or not. So long as your commands will not contradict His law, we shall obey them in all faithfulness, as we have done till the present time. In a contrary case, we shall obey God rather than you. Do not be offended by that because we have first been sworn to the King of heaven before anything else. We are not rebelling; we have weapons and could have used them to sell our lives very expensively. We prefer to die while being innocent rather than to live while being guilty. We are ready to endure whatever sufferings you order; we are Christians and we highly confess it.”


After reading this, Maximian turned pale with anger; he considered this calm and loyal letter an insult. He felt all the instincts of the human beast surging from the depth of his soul and instantly commanded a second decimation of the Theban troops. The soldiers who were named, without boasting, fearlessly went forward towards the executioners, got rid of their weapons, threw their casks and their breastplates down on the ground, and then offered their backs to the sticks and their heads to the sword.


When the troops were assembled, while they were still under the spell of unspeakable emotion and had already been diminished, they were again asked to sacrifice victims in honor of the protective gods during war. Not a single man went forward; and because of their unanimous rejection, Maximian, whose cruelty regarding the troops was legendary, ordered to execute them till the last one. 

It was an immense slaughter, a foolish hecatomb, a real butchery; corpses littered the valley of Agaune (St. Moritz), which was bathed in their blood. 

After finishing their sinister task, the executioners shared the belongings of the victims. That was a gratification which Rome granted to the executioners in order to keep their zeal and loyalty always awake. It is according to this law that the executioners at Calvary shared the clothes of our Lord Christ and casted lots on his tunic. During the massacre of Agaune, it is well believed that the emperor and the superior officers had shut their eyes and left to the executioners all the equipment and the personal belongings of their victims. One can think of the joy of these human brutes, who were partly intoxicated by killing, when they saw the hoped for fortune that had come to them. Therefore, they assembled to concert and finish that memorable day with an unprecedented carousing.


It is then that a veteran named Victor, who was travelling in the country, passed nearby them. As they were excited through drinking and good food, they invited him.

NAME: ____________________________ 
first                                                 last                                                 . 
St. Maurice and St. Verena 
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Matthew 5:16


1. How many soldiers of the Theban Legion died with St. Maurice? ______________

2. In what region of Europe is St. Maurice most popular?

3. How was St. Verena involved with the Theban Legion?

4. Mention 2 miracles that happened during the Theban Legion’s martyrdom:

5. Whom did St. Verena serve after the legion was decimated?

6. We can attract others to Christ by

a) Praying for them

b) Knowing the Bible very well

c) Behaving like Christ

d) Loving our friends & enemies

e) All the above

7. It’s important to introduce Christ to others through
a) The fear of hell

b) Meekness

c) Boasting about our faith

d) Rebuke for their sins

e) Condemnation

( Works of late Deacon Youssef Habib Youssef & his brother Meleka Habib Youssef, March 2004
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